
























THE SUBLIME: PROCESS 
AND MEDIATION 
Liza McCosh 
This chapter expounds on the concept of a "Material Sublime" which I suggest is 
relevant to the artist's creative process and to the development of artistic practice. 
I maintain the creative process is generative and highlights the connection between 
nature, the body, and latent forms of knowledge that is revealed through material 
interaction significant through the activity of painting and the process of a mater-
ial sublime. These ideas, drawn from my experience as a painter and realized in my 
creative output, are more fully detailed in my doctoral thesis, The Sublime: Process and 
Mediation (McCosh 2003). 
The sublime is a subjective, sensory experience; what is sublime to one person may 
not be felt in quite the same way by another. A subject's preconditioning plays a role 
in determining what is sensed as sublime. The experience has a manifold of sources; 
it can occur fleetingly in everyday experiences or be activated through engagement 
with objects or activities that inspire awe or are substantial in magnitude (Burke 1757; 
Kant 1763). The sublime encounter generates feelings of awe and wonder within a 
person as initially, the subject cannot fully comprehend the object or experience. 
The faculty of reason is challenged, causing an indeterminate relationship between 
the subject and object perceived. This relationship is restored as the subject gains a 
new understanding in relation to the source of the experience. This process implies 
that the sublime experience operates at the outer parameters of a subject's existing 
knowledge and functions as an experience through which new understandings may 
emerge. As a revelatory experience, the sublime is relative to creative practices, gen-
erating feelings of elation and wonder in the artist when new possibilities for cre-
ativity emerge and are realized. I propose that the interaction of matter is inherent to 
this process, exemplifying that the sublime is a materially based experience. 
Painting and other forms of creative practice rely on the interaction of matter to 
produce new form. The process of the sublime results from this material interaction 
and is the vehicle through which new insights are revealed to the artist. This mater-
ial perspective positions the creative process as significant in the formation of new 
knowledge. 
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Historically, interpretations of the sublime have largely been based on Idealism 
which gives primacy to the mind by maintaining that the real is of the nature of 
thought, and perception is merely a presentation of ideas. In this context, matter and 
material processes have no existence independent from mind (Rummel 1975). Rene 
Descartes (1596-1650) viewed knowledge as being derived from mind, rather than 
the physical experiences of body (Armstrong 1999: 1 0). Matter, in the form of body 
and environment, were regarded in terms of "other". In rationalizing the sublime 
Immanuel Kant (1724--1804) also emphasized the elevation of the mind through its 
capacity to "overcome with reason" the object perceived (Kant 1763, Goldthwaith 
1960). Idealist views largely discounted engagement with the material world in favor 
of privileging the mind in the formation of knowledge. Alternatively, Materialism 
maintains that knowledge is derived through the senses and material interaction. 
Mind is therefore produced by matter and cannot live without it (Novak 1965: 4--6). 
The notion of a material sublime holds no distinction between mind and body; both 
are viewed as matter, co-dependent in and for existence. Rather than viewing the 
material world as "other", a material sublime emphasizes a subject's development 
through the interaction and co-emergence of matter and this is readily exemplified 
through creative practice, which in turn, relies on interaction with the world. 
Traditionally, the sublime was defined in relation to the notion of the transcen-
dental, rather than material aspects of existence. Rudolf Otto suggested this was 
due partly to the ineffable nature of the experience; it cannot be anticipated or rep-
resented which gives it a mysterious dimension (Otto 1923: 41). Eighteenth-century 
Romantic painting attempted to evoke a sense of the sublime by depicting vast, 
expansive landscapes that were aligned with the notion of spirituality. In attempting 
to represent the infinite, artists emphasized aspects of mystery and the spiritual as 
evidenced by the work of German Romantic painter Casper David Friedrich (177 4--
1840). The interpretation of Romantic art works was based on an idealist view that 
now proves problematic. Nature was the subject of these paintings but interpreta-
tions focused on the idea of transcendence beyond the earthly realm. If a painting is 
viewed in this context without consideration of the earthly materiality of its making, 
the meaning of the work pivots on the notion of transcendence beyond the mater-
ial world. Romanticism influenced the mystico-religious aspirations of much art to 
follow as illustrated by the work of Kandinsky (1866-1944), Malevich (1878-1935) 
and Mondrian (1872-1944). Such artists "sought to evoke the Absolute through 
the metaphysical metaphors of pure abstract shape" (Cubbs 1994: 81). Defining art 
purely through a transcendental framework ignores the implications of matter in the 
making of meaning. Such interpretations can be viewed as dualistic in structure by 
privileging mind and conscious thought above body, matter and experience and by 
failing to recognize the co-emergent process that operates in creative practice. 
Edmund Burke's A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin if Our Ideas if the Sublime and 
the Beautiful (1757), examined emotions produced by engaging with objects. His the-
ory was complex, but put in simple terms it states that experiences arousing a sense 
of delight in a subject are sublime, whereas those inciting love are beautiful. Burke 
focused on the emotion of terror; the interrelation of terror and pleasure termed by 
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Burke as "tranquility tinged with terro-1', produced the sublime feeling (Burke cited in 
Boulton 1987: xxxiv). The following passage offers further explanation: 
When danger or pain presses too nearly, they are incapable of giving any de-
light, and are simply terrible; but at certain distances, and with certain modifi-
cations, they may be, and they are delightful, as we everyday experience. (Burke 
1757: 39-40) 
Burke's "delight" arises when pain, danger or fear is suddenly withdrawn from the 
subject. The Burkean sublime can be viewed from a material perspective as emotive 
experiences derive from engagement with the material world and the body mediates 
these experiences through the senses. 
Moments in my studio practice resonate with Burke's ideas on the sublime. Ap-
prehension felt in the developmental stages of creativity, when an as an artist I am 
unclear of my direction, often precedes what I sense is a sublime experience. When 
I am at this stage of the painting process, I don't always understand where my ac-
tions will lead or what results will be achieved when particular materials interact. 
At times mishaps may occur during the studio process, leaving the resolution of 
the work in doubt and leaving me with an uncomfortable feeling. This experience 
is not grounded in terror but is accompanied by a distinct feeling of apprehension. 
However, when new ideas, understandings or painterly effects emerge from this 
process, I feel a sensation of delight and wonderment just as Burke has described. 
This became evident to me whilst painting the Altitude series (Figure 12) and when 
I reached a point of despair regarding the progress of the work. I had been using a 
sponge to softly apply pigment and without consideration. I squeezed the remains 
of the sponge onto the surface of the painting in an action resembling the wring-
ing of a wash cloth. The effects from this type of application amazed me. As the 
pigment was forced through the sponge its volume and consistency changed. The 
paint retained air bubbles, taking on a whipped texture and the appearance of porous 
rock. The effect did reduce throughout the drying process, but in some areas of the 
application a semblance was retained. New possibilities for my painting practice had 
emerged simultaneously with the sensations of delight and wonder that Burke had 
earlier identified with the sublime. The studio process demonstrated the material 
basis of the sublime and also revealed the sublime in the context of its relevance to 
epistemology. The "new" was illuminated and materialized through the interaction 
of matter and the process of making. 
Matter informs the artist throughout the creative process. When painting in oils, 
I have often achieved desired results by employing my pre-existing skills and knowl-
edge as a painter. However there are times when my practice seems to lack challenge 
and then the work stagnates rather than progresses or develops in fresh directions. 
This can be likened to what has been referred to as a state of habituation (K.reitler and 
Kreitler 1972: SO). Habituation occurs when tension is not evoked by new, surprising 
or complex stimuli and in my case, I felt this state occurred more when I painted in 
oils and used more conventional techniques of application. When I began to paint in 
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12. Liza McCosh, Altitude, 2003, acrylic on canvas, 75 x 37cm 
acrylics I did not have the same control over the material; acrylic paint has a quicker 
drying time and usually offers less scope for manipulating the imagery. This time 
was fraught with struggle as my boundaries of knowledge, determined in part by my 
pre-existing skills in oil painting, were challenged. Occasionally, and sometimes in 
desperation, I haphazardly applied more materials to the canvas and more water to 
the materials without direction or due consideration for the mark or its placement. 
Sometimes this resulted in an unworkable mess but at other times the interaction of 
materials unexpectedly produced new and wondrous effects that I had previously 
not been able to achieve. Accidents occurring with the mixture and application of 
pigments have, at times, brought similar results; paint would ripple or separate in 
unfamiliar ways causing particular effects and leaving me wondering about the pos-
sibilities of reproducing the effects in future works. The activity of material dictated 
challenge and change within my practice and offered fresh knowledge in relation to 
creative effects that could be achieved. I felt a heightened tension within my practice, 
which to some extent disallowed the state of habituation. Rather than controlling the 
paint as I had previously done with more conventional methods of application, the 
material was suggesting other ways of achieving new effects. It became obvious to me 
that my creative practice was a co-emergent activity rather than one of material be-
ing mastered. The notion that artist and material co-emerge through the practice of 
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painting challenges the binary subject/ object division, identified as "mastery" in tra-
ditional forms of painting and in interpretations of the sublime based on Idealism. 
Drawing from Kant's schema, Thomas Weiskal defined the sublime as "that mo-
ment when the relation between signifier and signified breaks down and is replaced 
by an indeterminate relation" (Weiskal1976: ix). He views the process of the sublime 
in three phases. Firstly, the mind is in a state of normal perception, in a determinate 
relation to the object. Nothing interrupts representation and there is a smooth cor-
respondence between inner and outer, or the rational mind and object perceived. In 
the second phase this smooth relationship breaks down and is replaced by a feeling 
of awe or incomprehension overtaking the subject. In the third phase, the rational 
mind recovers some understanding and a balance between the inner and outer is re-
gained (Weiskal1976: 23-24). This corresponds with moments of the sublime that I 
feel within my studio enquiry when new insights are revealed through the interaction 
of matter, producing feelings of wonder and elation. Balance is something I achieve 
when I realize exactly how the effects have resulted and how I may use the particular 
process in future paintings that I produce. 
Traditionally, the third stage of the Kantian sublime privileged ideas and mind 
above the material world, of object and experience. A form of maste~ing is implied 
through the mind's attempt to reason matter; nature "sink[sl into insignificance be-
fore the ideas of reason" (Kant quoted in Hitt 1999: 609). This Cartesian-based 
view alienates matter from the lived experience from which knowledge of our world 
is formed. In creative practice, matter, artist and world are engaged and co-emerge 
through the work of art. The matter of painting reveals the relationship between a 
knowing subject and the environment and this interaction is mediated through the 
experience of the sublime. 
Various contemporary theorists have challenged binaries implicated in the Kantian 
sublime. Christopher Hitt has identified the third stage of Kant's process as prob-
lematic in terms of reinforcing binary opposition. He calls for an "ecological sub-
lime", maintaining that "the discourse of the sublime has operated to confirm the 
authority and autonomy of a subject over and against a threatening other". He sug-
gests the concept of a sublime wilderness "depends on or re-inscribes the notion of 
nature's otherness, of the separation between the human and non-human realms" 
(Hitt 1999: 603). Hitt suggests that a modification of Kant's third stage of the sub-
lime would address this. He maintains an ecological sublime "ultimately yields a 
heightened understanding" in relation to nature, rather than a mastering over it and 
"offers a unique opportunity for the realization of a new, more responsible perspec-
tive on our relationship with the natural environment" (Hitt 1999: 604--11). A mate-
rial sublime functions through the co-emergence of matter rather than the mastering 
of matter. Its interpretation therefore opposes the dualism that Hitt identifies in the 
Kantian sublime. 
Hitt puts forward a redefinition of the "mastering" stage of the sublime by ad-
dressing a section of writing by Thoreau, taken from "Ktaadh", an essay from his 
collection, The !Vlaine Wood: 
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... I fear not spirits, ghosts, of which I am one, - that my body might, - but 
I fear bodies, I tremble to meet them. What is this Titan that has possession 
of me? Talk of mysteries! - Think of our life in nature, - daily to be shown 
matter, to come in contact with it - rocks, trees, wind on our cheeks! The solid 
earth! The actual world! The common sense! Contact! Contact! Who are we? Where 
are we? (Thoreau quoted in Hitt, 1999: 615) 
Nature is not represented from an anthropocentric perspective in Thoreau's writ-
ing; it is not mastered or dominated. Drawing from the writings of David Robinson 
(1997) and Max Oelschlaeger (1991), Hitt suggests Thoreau uses "matter" as a gen-
eral semiotic term to denote aspects of nature and that the "contact" with the earth 
he refers to is "beyond the realm of language". Thoreau reveals a presence concealed 
by language; the true meaning of wilderness is based in living nature and in the rela-
tion of human consciousness to that world (Hitt 1999: 616). Hitt explains: 
Thoreau's description of the moment of 'Contact!' with nature suggests a new 
way of imagining 'transcendence'. For this is a kind of transcendence- but not 
a transcendence of the physical world. (Hitt 1999: 616-17) 
Hitt suggests that in Kant's concept, the discovery of reason abrogates the natural 
world whilst in the writing of Thoreau "tlfe discovery of nature abrogates reason" 
(Hitt 1999: 616-17). By drawing on Thoreau's writing, Hitt demonstrates that the 
aspect of mastery within the sublime can be redressed through creative strategies. 
Barbara Freeman and Patricia Yaeger also present ideas that support the concept 
of a material sublime. Both writers apply their arguments to literature. However, 
their concepts can equally apply to painting and other forms of art. Their enquiries 
are based on a feminist revisioning of the sublime, therefore a material sublime that 
challenges binary opposition has relevance to their aims. Freeman attempts to re-
evaluate traditional interpretations of the sublime by challenging past studies, which 
she says have conceptualized the experience as a "struggle for mastery between op-
posing powers, as the self's attempt to appropriate and contain whatever would ex-
ceed, and thereby undermine it" (Freeman 1995: 2). She believes that wit~n the 
metaphysical theories of sublimity, there lies another account of the sublime "that 
does not attempt to master its objects of rapture"; rather her notion of a feminine 
sublime "neither possesses nor merges with the other but attests to a relation with 
it" (Freeman 199 5: 3-9). Freeman's revi'sion of the sublime is relevant to my creative 
practice. The painting process that I employ allows for a degree of autonomy of 
material in forming imagery; the material process directly informs me. A relationship 
emphasizing co-emergence, rather than mastery over an "other", results. My painting 
process is compatible with Freeman's objectives for a more equitable relationship be-
tween artist and materials in evoking experiences of the sublime. 
The feminine has traditionally been understood as the creative principle. However, 
Freeman uses the term not to specify a particular feminine subjectivity or mode of 
expression, but to contest binaries, thereby calling such categories into question. To 
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consolidate her ideas she argues against the preexisting construction of the "femi-
nine" by applying Luce Irigaray's idea of the feminine self as a "no-thing" for which 
"no identity can be defined". This "contests the logic of identity that conceives of 
the self in exclusive terms of presence or absence" (Freeman 1995: 9). In this con-
text, the feminine "becomes one name for a residue that disrupts the oppositional 
structure male/ female and thereby calls for a radical re-articulation of the symbolic 
order". She calls for the consideration of a feminine sublime, as it takes "a position of 
respect in response to an incalculable otherness" (Freeman 1995: 1 0-11). I suggest 
Freeman's notion of otherness alludes to bodily processes and the material world. 
In a feminine sublime a subject enters into a relation with the excess experienced, 
rather than neutralizing it as suggested in transcendental notions of the sublime. 
Otherness is embraced rather than subordinated. A feminine sublime recognizes the 
sensate body; it links to the materiality of existence rather than the notion of the 
metaphysical and therefore works against the binary framework inherent in traditio-
nal interpretations of the transcendental sublime. Freeman's model is useful in ad-
vancing the concept of a material sublime which challenges the binaries of mind and 
body, human and nature, spirit and matter that have dominated Western thought. 
Challenging binaries is an attempt at equalizing. Bearing this in mind enables us 
to conceptualize what Patricia Yaeger terms a "horizontal sublime ... that expands 
toward others, spreads itself out into a multiplicity", rather than "the sublime of 
domination" which she views as vertical and associates with the ego and masculinity 
(Yaeger 1989: 191). Yaeger's notion of a "horizontal sublime" suggests interconnec-
tion and illustrates the aspect of co-emergence characteristic of creative practice 
and the material sublime. In the context of painting, the experience of the sublime 
assists the artist in the generation of new form. Although always connected with 
the artist, the work develops several existences somewhat apart from its creator. An 
artwork is engaged by a multiplicity of viewers, who have a plurality of views and ex-
periences that they relate and share with the work. The artwork becomes more than a 
mere object, it is something that is inter-relational and bound to experience. 
"Materialism" in this context, is a holistic concept; it determines that body is not 
distinct from the objective world and that mental processes result from physical ac-
tivity. The distinctions between mind, body and environment are therefore eliminat-
ed. Inherent to any artwork or creative process, is the combined action of matter in 
the form of artist's body, environment and creative materials. Creative processes im-
plicate matter in the formation of new knowledge, which for the artist may comprise 
hitherto unfamiliar creative effects which provide fresh insights into the production 
and development of their work. This is a materialist perspective that identifies the 
epistemological relevance of matter in which the sublime experience is grounded. 
My studio process allows for the autonomy of matter in making meaning. In my 
acrylic paintings I apply large washes of heavily diluted pigment over the surface of 
the canvas, which is laid Bat on the studio Boor. I prime the surface of the canvas to 
prevent absorption. This lets the medium gather, Bow or form pools upon the face of 
the painting thereby allowing the evaporative processes of nature to come in to play. 
Materiality is further signified by engaging natural processes in the making of the work; 
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the autonomous flow of the liquefied material interacts with the natural evaporative 
processes of the water cycle, and this directly informs the emergence of the image. 
Multiple layers of pigment are applied to the canvas with the images slowly emerg-
ing after long drying periods. Applying the paint is often messy as the pigment is 
heavily diluted and sometimes runs quickly from the paintings surface the floor of 
the studio. There are times when I am immersed in paint and water, and other times 
that require long periods of waiting and watching for the pooled areas of liquefied 
paint to evaporate. This method contrasts other more traditional forms of painting 
as the watery material and its natural cyclic processes largely dictate the painting pro-
cess and development of image. It is a significant painting process in terms of inter-
action as the materials retain autonomy within the creative process thereby reducing 
the notion of mastery and binary subject/ object opposition. Instead it emphasizes 
the act of painting as a participatory process that signifies material co-emergence. 
The painting process that has developed within my practice has a strong connec-
tion to the place where I live. Warrnambool is located in a rugged coastal region, on 
the southern coast of Australia. Here I constantly witness the changing face of the 
ocean and am exposed to the changeable weather patterns of the sky, a feature for 
which the area has gained renown. The emphasis on liquidity within my painting 
process identifies with the transitory effects of the water cycle visually prominent 
and felt within my environment. When working in my studio I feel as though I am 
immersed in these elements. Applying the paint is like dabbling in the shores of 
the ocean, while waiting for the pooled areas of pigment to dry and the images to 
emerge is like waiting for early morning mists which appear in the valley below my 
studio, to clear. My painting process and subsequent images result from my connec-
tion to this environment. 
My painting practice has assisted in revealing the connection that exists between 
me, my environment and my creative practice. This inter-relationship is vital to my 
practice. The sublime experience is pivotal to the development of creative practices, 
as it operates at a junction between the making of a subject and the world. Paul 
Crowther elaborates on this idea: 
The shifting field of relations wherein experience is constituted, is stabilised by 
human embodiment, and the standpoint of free agency. These two factors co-
incide in traditional insights and decision-making. What is fundamental is not 
this or that moment of self-consciousness, but the urge to create or discover 
meaning that is embodied in every such moment. (Crowther 1995: 17) 
For Crowther, the sublime "is experienced as profoundly and inseparably connected 
with- indeed, as called forth and prqjected from- finite being's struggle to launch itself into 
and articulate the world" (Crowther 1999: 167). Painting is a means of demonstrating 
this, of articulating the world and our relationship therein. Crucial to the creative pro-
cess of the painter is the notion of human embodiment that Crowther mentions. 
Merleau-Ponty identified the integration of body and environment as basic to our 
existence and understanding of the world. He maintained "the body is in the world 
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as the heart is in the organism" (Merleau-Ponty 1978: 203). In his essay, "The visible 
and the invisible" (1968), he refers to the lived body and the world as flesh, not inert 
matter, but "perpetual pregnancy, perpetual parturition, generativity and generality, 
brute essence and brute existence, which are the nodes and the antinodes of the 
same ontological vibration" (Merleau-Ponty 1968: 115). His preliminary notes state 
that body is made of the same flesh as world that the flesh and body are shared by 
the world which reflects this (Merleau-Ponty 1968: 248-9). His notion of flesh is 
inclusive of the sensible: 
The flesh is the body inasmuch as it is the visible seer, the audible hearer, the 
tangible touch - the sensitive sensible: inasmuch as in it is accomplished an 
equivalence of sensibility and sensible thing. (Lingis cited in Merleau-Ponty 
1968: iv) 
My paintings exemplify my relationship with the tangible and intangible aspects 
of the environment I experience. My awareness of nature and place is heightened 
through the materials and creative process of painting. The paintings become medi-
atory objects inscribed with the interactive relationship between artist and world; a 
co-emergence manifested in a new form via the materials of creative production. 
Anne Whiston Spirn puts forward the idea that there is a landscape language that 
speaks to us. She suggests that "materials are sensory" and that through sight, smell, 
hearing and touch knowledge of the world is gained. Gravel crunching underfoot, 
grass swishing or the hollow noise of a wooden bridge can provide knowledge. "Ma-
terials arouse senses, carry meaning, pose limits. Deployed deliberately, to modify 
process and form and extend their meanings, materials furnish precision and nu-
ance" (Spirn 1998: 97-101). 
Spirn implies that landscape experiences inscribe and mold the perceiver. She fur-
ther suggests that "landscape metaphors modify perceptions, prompt ideas and ac-
tions", therefore molding the landscape, in turn (Spirn 1998: 24). She views material 
interaction through landscape experiences, as action that embodies elements of the 
landscape in the subject and in turn, elements of the subject in the landscape. This 
view aligns with Merleau-Ponty's ideas on the reciprocal relationship and embod-
iment that occurs between subjects and their world. Spirn states, "to recover and 
renew the language of landscape is to discover and imagine new metaphors, to tell 
new stories, and to create new landscapes" (Spirn 1998: 25). This has relevance for 
all artistic processes. When the world is experienced through the senses, it is trans-
formed in various ways through the materials of production. For me, the landscape 
I experience is renewed in my paintings, by the material process that I employ. The 
paintings therefore are embodied with the knowledge of my landscape experience, 
realized through the interaction of paint, water, canvas, body and tools. 
Merleau-Ponty posits a subject and world in union, enmeshed and co-emergent in 
development. He examined the connection between perception, the visible and the 
body, suggesting a "primordial perceptual encounter" as an act of revealing a rela-
tion between ground, figure and world (Roberts 1998: 130). Crowther observes that 
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Merleau-Ponty makes no distinction between seeing and knowing or visual and tac-
tile perception: "fundamental contact with the world is prereflective and involves our 
sensory, motor, and affective capacities, operating as a unified field", all aspects of 
experience are therefore considered to contribute to one's full perception (Crowther 
1993: 107). This is relevant to the practice of painting which draws on stored or 
embodied knowledge of one's experience in the world. I feel that my landscape ex-
periences are with me in the studio; the experience of seeing, knowing, the visual and 
tactile perception of the environment becomes one with the process of painting. 
According to Merleau-Ponty, perception of the world involves the act of embodi-
ment which spans the invisible dimension of perception, a space between the "seer" 
and the "seen": 
There is a human body when, between the seeing and the seen, between touch-
ing and the touched, between one eye and the other, between hand and hand, a 
blending of some sorts takes place - when the spark is lit between the sensing 
and the sensible ... (Merleau-Ponty 1964: 163) 
Merleau-Ponty suggests that when body and world engage, roles become inter-
changeable; "seer and seen are capable of reversing their roles as subject and object" 
Gohnson 1993: 47). This was revealed to me whilst painting Threshold (Figure 13). 
The liquefied pigment and the longer drying period, partly enforced by the cold 
winter weather, resulted in creative effects of rippling and separation of the paint. 
The flow of pigment gathered in the center of the stretched canvas, which sagged 
under the weight of the fluid. As the pool dried and the pigment separated, a radial 
pattern that resembled a vortex-like structure emerged. The autonomy of material 
had largely created this unique effect that could not be reproduced by other means. 
This process provided insight into my practice and moderated subject/ object rela-
tions through shifting the emphasis in painting from the artist as master and creator, 
to the artist and materials actively co-emerging in the process of painting. 
IV1erleau-Ponty's suggestion of "seer" and "seen" interchanging, implies an invisi-
ble, liminal space where negotiation between subject and object takes place. Elizabeth 
Grosz suggests Merleau-Ponty's perception operates midway between mind and 
body, that he "attempts to take up and utilize the space in between, the 'no man's 
land' or gulf separating oppositional terms" and that this space "makes possible the 
binary terms insofar as it precedes and exceeds them, insofar as it is uncontainable in 
either term" (Grosz 1994: 94). Through sensory interaction, the sublime can be un-
derstood as a threshold experience that bridges the gap between the subject and ob-
ject by mediating between the visible or the known, and latent forms of knowledge. 
The painter's materials play an important part in this process. Materials make visible 
latent forms of knowledge. Matter therefore is active. Materials provide a bridge for 
the painter between the subject and object, making experience visible in a new way. 
Merleau-Ponty emphasizes the invisible but this should not be interpreted as 
transcendental in terms of a separate reality or a spiritual world apart from this one. 
In Eye and 1V!ind (1961) he stresses that "the lines of visible things are doubled by a 
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13. Liza McCosh, Threshold, 2003, acrylic on canvas, 117.5 x 70cm 
lining of invisibility that is in the visible" and in doing this he "decenters the aesthet-
ic task and desire away from the pursuit of an invisibility that would be a separate 
reality" Qohnson 1993: 52-3). 
Radhika Mohanram points out that Merleau-Panty's concept of perception through 
the act of embodiment "reverses the Cartesian subordination of the body" by locat-
ing it "as primary for the perception of the world and the formation of knowledge" 
(Mohanram 1999: 16-17). Merleau-Ponty says that perception is a nascendogos; 
that it is through primordial perceptual encounters that our understandings of the 
world emerge (Merleau-Ponty 1964: 25). In a literal sense, I can understand this as 
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over the years my practice of painting has been affected by my bodily position in re-
lation to the world. The practice of locating my body in a particular space is revealed 
to me through my practice of painting. 
Merleau-Ponty maintains the body constantly changes its perceptual positioning 
in relation to the world thereby organizing the world in different ways. Thus, per-
ception for him is a creative experience, as Crowther puts it "a constant and ever-
renewing process of structuration" (Crowther 1993: 104). A simple formula can be 
deduced from the philosophy of Merleau-Ponty that shows: 
Practice > revealing >perception > knowledge and development 
This formula demonstrates a process whereby knowledge derives from the field 
of practice; the sublime experience overlays a space between material practice and 
perception encapsulating hitherto unrevealed knowledge. My experiences of the 
landscape are transformed into my paintings. I believe that my initial decision to 
use aqueous mediums was partly influenced by my interaction and experiences in 
landscapes that emphasized sky, mists and water. These experiences of nature were 
embodied; they became part of my body and part of my painting. 
When I pick up a paintbrush loaded with pigment, I feel sensations through the 
implement that relate to my body, the surface of the painting and the pigment. When 
I touch the canvas with my brush, a sensory response is felt through the brush to 
my body. This sensory response informs me, conveying if the paint is either thick 
and sticky, or thin and runny. Using board or paper surfaces delivers a different sen-
sation, as no rebounding of the surface will occur. Particular things that guide me 
are revealed through the instrument, which acts as a conduit while at the same time 
is an extension of my body. Specific painterly effects may be achieved by holding 
the painting implement in particular positions and previous experience can identify 
the sensations conveyed through paintbrush to arm. These sensations mediate the 
artist's process of painting and assist in achieving particular effects. Until the body 
deciphers this felt information from the interaction of materials, an artist may not 
know whether the desired effect will be properly produced upon the surface. There-
fore, the sensations felt through painting implements aid an artist's ability to handle 
the medium, the technique and the scale of the painting. 
The knowledge that artists acquire through the sensations felt when implements 
and materials interact, accumulates and is stored in the body to be used subliminally 
in future practice. Painting has taught me that the body is a site of lmowledge, medi-
ating experience with the world. The world is embodied through the senses and re-
vealed through the activity of painting. In the context of Merleau-Panty's ideas, "the 
artist is the scene, the focal point of convergent experiences and events" and painting 
"virtually emerges out of perception and its presence to the world through the body" 
(Roberts 1998: 132-3). He viewed painting as a mode of disclosing our insertion and 
relation with the world (Crowther 1993: 107). The artwork then, becomes more than 
a mere projection of the artist; it reveals experience in and of the world. 
